The role of the pediatrician in the delivery of mental health services to children.
Nine pediatricians reported on all patients seen during a four-week period in January and February 1976 in Monroe County, N.Y., to determine the prevalence and nature of mental health problems seen in their practices, the characteristics of the affected children, and the treatment provided to them. Of the 3,742 patients seen, 187, or 5.0%,were reported to have an emotional, behavioral, or school problem. The prevalence rate ranged from 1.4% to 7.8% by pediatrician, with five reporting rates within +/- 1.2% of the mean. High rates were associated with children in the 7 to 14 year age group (9.9%), those on Medicaid (8.6%), those who were not living with a father (10.9%), those whose presenting complaint was a chronic physical condition (11.7%), and children with a disease of the digestive system (16.7%) or with ""symptoms, signs and ill-defined conditions'' (14.3%). Functional impairment was reported to be moderate or severe in 40% of the 187 children with mental health problems. The most frequently reported problems (primary or otherwise) were adaptation reaction (22.5%), specific learning disorder (19.3%), hyperkinetic disorder (19.3%), psychosomatic disorder (12.8%), and conduct disorder (12.8%). The most frequent form of treatment provided was supportive therapy or counseling (85.6%) and suggestions regarding environmental changes (43.3%). Drugs were prescribed for 16.0% of the affected children, with 6.4% receiving methylphenidate or amphetamines. Referral for psychological care or consultation was made for 36.9%. The frequency of mental health problems observed by the pediatricians was about five times the annual rate of Monroe County children contacting a psychiatric inpatient or outpatient setting.